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At -the University of Wiscansin—Mi]wauqe;f‘fEG;r;3\0eges and a program
require that students pass an essay showing prdfiéiency in wri%ing befére <
gaining junior standing. ‘Studenis become igible to write the essay by
getting a score of 65 or better on the Wisconsin Eiglish Placement Test_(HEPfiv
an objective test) or a B- br better in a composition course. .?he&co]}ege of °
Letters and Science administers thig essay fjvé times a year, with abou£ 600
st;deﬁts pariicipatiné each time. Aé Coordinator for‘ﬁ}oficiency Testing in

the Eng]ish Department, it'is my job to write and test the questions, select

s, »

who fail. Each essay ﬁs read ho{is%ica]]y by three trained readers who know

4

nothing about the sfudent or the sceores of previoug rehdgrs. He use model |

i

essays and graded criteria 6n a rating scale of 1 to g, one being failing and

L. . b3 . . .
two. apd above pa¥sing. A two roughly corresponds to a grade of C, -After the

» . R v

el

. 7
essays‘have\peen read, I send the sCori; to the Letters and Science office,

r not they passed,

~

which notifies the ‘students, of whether
- 1 . .
I get a computer printout describing overa11/performance for each adminis-

tration of the essay. These statistics give me figures for 211 the students

- -

and- & breakdown by colleges. For each category I ;gceive total passes and

- .

fails, a brgaﬁdown by qTigﬁB]e_and iniligib]e'stddedts, number of students who

)

>
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4 have taken(;omposition courses and their grades, ACT scores related to ,success
? ) i - : . ; ' ) .
on the” essay; and other related “information, - (/‘-

- » A

- The overall rate of failure rahges from 30 to 40 percent, and various
! ' factors inf1uence th?e rate; the tbpic and the time of the year are probably
the mostlsignificant: Usua]Ty we Have a ?gw students writing the essay who

- are ineligible but are allowed to Grite anyway«for some reason, sone colleges

- - 'oe .
- »

being more lenient on this matter.| But the success rate of ineligible students

F]

E »

~is Tow, only 30 percent--that s 61, percent fa111ng We find a high corres-
Q. 4
) pondence -between success 1nvwr1tzng the essay and success both on the WEPT

and in writing courses, -The 1980-81 summary.shows a 39 bercent faiT“rate far

= .

all students and a 35 percent fa11 rate for students scor1ng 65 or better on
“the WEPT. S ¥ AR
. __On every printontiione-statistic etands out consistently in the break-
down by co11eges \ééne schodf the Co11ege of Arth1tecture and Urban Planning,
regularly has a falJure rate much higher than that of any ether, school. In’
) the 1980 81/summary, the rate of fa1}ure was 56 percent,”..In other words, on])
- 44 percent of the Archxtecture maJors writing the prof1c1ency essay last year
passed 1t why? Severa] reasons have been suggested: the students don't
take composit1on courses, they have a high percentage of. 1ne11g1b111ty, more . -
';j;f them. are foreign, more of them are ma]es thus less adept verbally, and, ) :
‘ f:na11y, be1ng‘artwst1ca11y oriented, they may have th1nk1ng patterns that

/.
are r1ght’hem1sphere dom1nant "I've cons1dered all of these faétors and in

]
th1s paper am report1ng the. resylts of my 1nvest1gat1on Any findings are A
1nconc7u51ve and on]y pre11m1nary to further study

L Qegan my search by 1so]at1ng the September 1981 essays Wr1tten by

by
Archwtecture students I reread §§ essays4 using Diederich's analytic scale
based on seven cr1ter1a:lkidea and organizatidn, 8ach of which had a possible .
PR . .8 ] T
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high of ten.and a 1ow of two; and five other factors--f]avor usage, punctuation,
and handwr1t1ng—-ea;h of which had a h1gh of _five and a 1ow of one, A middle
score wou1d total 30, the h1ghest being 50 and the-]owest ten. My‘ana]ytic -

scores on these 65, essays corresponded c1ose1y wi'th the ho?1st1c s\ores g1ven

'beTow 30 in my /analysis, and the passing ones sceres above 30. :Taking a closer

) t . .
I. searched fgr evidence of three factors: weakness 1in organization, weakness’

of idea dev opment and weakness in usage and mechanics. §ome stidents fajled *

~ LN I L I

. on all thrde factors, so%e on two and some on one. Some . €552y were 1nde er- ,

minate--a genera] across- the board’ned1ocr1ty Ta11y1ng the occurrences of

‘ the three factors that were prom1nent.¥nough to be determmeg4 I found 11

-

H

.very- 1ow scores on organ1zat1on, 17 on idea, and 23 on errops CIt's d1ff1cuTt
to drawfany 1nferences from these data beyond supporting what we a1ready know

about he nature of unsg111ed wr1t1ng Some of the Students cannot organize
% \\ ~ . . N .
the1r thoughts we11 but more of them try to express their ideas withoht ade-

quat supbort or coherence or Just don ¢ know what to say, whh]e the largest

&<

‘number still lack contro] of the }angu%ge

Fo]]ow1ng another path of investigation, I'can refer to the statistical

report aaainj It 1s«apparentxthat the School of Arch1tecture does have a greaten

l - +
3

n .ber of 1ne11g1b1e students writing the essay than other co]]eges do. " Of

the 69~Arch1tecture maJors wr1tJng the,essay in Septenber, 22 were 1ne11g1b1e

Twenty of these 27, or 74 percent fa11ed 0f. the 42 eL1g1b1e students. only

57’fa11ed cor 41 percent, Moreover, the 27 1ne11g1b1e studsnts madé up 39

.percent of the tdtal number of Arch1tecture students, whereas across- a]]

cd]]eges there were only 43 1ne11g1b1e students out of 637 or 6 8 percent
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C]ear]y, the 1ne11g1b111ty is a contr1butang factor in fa11ure-—but nqt the

on]y one, s1nce a 43 percent fa11ure ofs the 'eligible’ students st111 exceeds

4
the September#ﬁ?oss-co]]ege figure of 38 percent But f1nd1ng that ine]igibi]ity

is a major cause only opéns up another question: why are so many students
1ne1ﬁg1b]e7 Why do they fail ‘the WEPT or ‘not get a)B- or hetter in their comp
courses? I‘th1nk it's still the same question as wé%started with: why do
they fail the esSay? ’ “

One reason for the high 1ne11g1b111ty rate’ may be a h1gher percentage of

foreﬁgn students, who because of second -language.difficulty may not be able

to pass the WEPT or their composition courses, so the Arghitecture administra-

tion allows them to try the proficiency essay. The probohtion of deEﬁgn '

students is higher for-Architecture than for other schools. . . '
Foreign students at UWM characteristically have a hard tjﬁe with prdfieiency

testing. First they have trouble with the WEPT, the objective p]acement’test

that determines eligibility for’writing/the proficiency essay; then they have

trouble with the essay itself. And while there is sympathy in some quafters
\.' '
fog their problem, there is no re%gging of requirements. Foreign students
. * ) *

a
)

enrolled in a co]]ege that requires pass'ing the proficiency essay must do so
L

\

'by the same standards a; everyone else. So a higher proportion of foreign

students 1n a given college w111 1ncrease the rate of. fa11ure in that college.

The figures for the September essay show that the Schoo] of Architecture .

&
had seyen fore1gn stadents writing the essay, all of whom fa11ed These seven

were ten percentgof the total of 69 Architecture students. Over all co]]eges,

there were 15 foreign students, making up two percent of the total. So the

.

number of foreign students in the School of Architetture-is definitely a factor,

) - fe
How much of a chtér can be seen by subtracting the seven from the number of

—

failures and seeing the rate of failure gp down from 54 percent to 48 percent.

- «t
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A corresponding manipulation of the a1]-coi]ege figures would reduce the failure

» - . . . A N

' . o Fos s . . o . . ‘
rate by an insﬂgnificant amount, This- 48 percent failure rate is still ten e

percent over the rate for all schoo]s, so the number of .foreign students writing

the essay is obViousiy not the only factor . . ) )
-
So far Lghave two.contributing fattorst-the nymber of ineligible students
\ . + ~ - ,
and the number of foreign students; But these factors only partially explain
A ] .
~,

the high rate of faiiure What about composition courses? Do the Architecture

»

" students take them7 Do they- pass them?

At UNM the co]]eges that require the proficiency essay do’ not require

any courses ip writing.’ But—they reconmend them unless thejr students are

*

e]igibie for and pass the,profiCienc essay upon entrance to coT]ege. 1t

is presumed that enrollment_in writifig courses wiii encourage profiCient essay

g
o g

writing The 1980- ST summary figures for the-Architecture students show that

out of a total of 314 i46 or 46 percent took no .courses, Of these 146- 89

faiied the essay, 0 ‘? 61 percent. Of the 168 who took a course of sdme“kind

99 had .a final grade of A or°By 41 of these 99 fai]ed So we see that many ‘f'

-

Y
Architecture students\do not take writing courses,that many who do take them '

’

receive a grade of C or less, but that even taking such courses and achieving
good grades does not guarantee success, though it does increasé their chances .

by about 20 percent So we ve found another contributing factor, but ‘we're
. ’

still 1eft with the need to accounhfor the cause or causes of failure,
Another speculation was that the architecture students are primariiy male,

‘therefore accounting fot the - hiﬁh faiiure rate since males.are generally not,

» i

as ski]lful verbaiiy as fema]es Tﬁe students Sin Architecture are primarily

+ -

ma]e 0f ‘the 65 essays I read, ten were writte'n by fema]es ot these ten, four ' §

wrote passing ‘e$Says and S x faiiing--a 40 50 proportion--compared to those

written by maies at a 4'-53 ratJo. So we gather no new ‘information ‘pere.’
- . ’ !

-




.
2

., awre the resu1t of col]aborat1ve work by both the left and-g;ght hemﬁspheres"

and the spatial processes are essential - for carry1ng out the task‘of writing

' culture--legal and eth1ca1 systems, art and music,

£

e HoWever, sex of the writer. is related to the next point,

&

. are superior in spatiale-or1ented tasks  (Springer and Deutsch

dom1nance of the bra1n

N 4 ‘ ( ’ e
wrap everything up but because it! s even more in the realm of spécu1at1on than
anyth1ng Iive presented $0 far '.j ? ) oo

- The under1y1ng suppos1t1on oné for- which there -is considerable ev1den€e;

s that females are super1or to males 1n language-related skill

- crete (Lang & Gur,

Gorrell 6

\,

cogn1t1ve style, or henispherit

- .y 'y -

I have rema1nang only one sgbgest1on

I 'save this one for- Tast fot because it's go:ng to

!\;1 e ma‘l es
).

processes, 1nc1ud1ng syntactic know]edge have been shown to be ord1nar11y

Verbal .

centered in the left hem1sphere of.the brain, together w1th processes that

are propositional, categor1ca1, analyt1c, symbol1c logical, and abstract

The right hemisphere, on the other hand generally controls processes that ‘are
f

hol1st1c, synthetfc

O

prceptual, appos1t1ona1 literal, analogica], and con-

. S :
1980). Ross w1nterowd has suggested that both the verbﬁl

(anterowd 1979) It s this. suggestion that served-to initigte my hypothes1s
[

.on hem1spher1c dom1nance It m1ght be I reasoned that students-of Architec-

ture are pr1mar11y spat1a11y qr1énted thus account1ng for their frequent

\

1nab111ty to write pass1ng essays.

Carl Sagau in Dragons of Eden,conc]udes,v

. 1

as W1nterowd does about wr1t1ng, that "s1gn1f1cant creative activifies pf a

A

science and technology-- .

&

(Sagan 1977). ’Both wlnterowd and Sagan are referr1ng to sgccessful creat1ve

N
4 :‘31"

activities. Since what I, am 1nvest1gat1ng is the Tack of success perhaps

. ’

their suggesb1ons and mine are compatible,

That is, success in creat?ve ac-.-
' R .

)
tiyities-~for, example wr1t1ng or’desxggpng/by1]d1ngs--requ1res activity in’

el
both hemispheres, FurthermorE; an improvement in writing skills m1ght be Lt

£
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accompan1ed by an 1mprovement in arch1tectura1 511115
\ ’1' ~ -
In d1scuss1ng hemisphéric dominance, it's neeessary to distinguish between

dominance-and capacity. Dominamce is the tehdeqcy of one hemisphere to process

1

information or cantrol résponse.. Capacity is the ability of a hemisphere to
perform a task. LeVy and f}evarthen specu]ate that hemispheric activation

depends ma1n]y on “what it thinks it can do," which 1s not necessar11y what Ts

Y

expected (LeVﬁ & Trevarthen, 1976). We must also be carefu]-not to oversimplify,

»

-

thus over]ook1ng subtleties of d1fference . . \

w
-

« Recent studies.have shown that~hemispheric dominapce is not a3 c]eahcut

as once thopght Levy and Gur have concluded that there. 1s cons1derab1e

- -~ -

‘var1a¢1on in 1atera11ty and that such variat1ons are s1gna1ed by sex, handed-
. T

ness, hand posture in writing, eye dom1nance fam1]1a1 ‘handedness, and possibly
other variables not yet 1dentified. . In other words, there is little support
for the commonly held belief that, except for a small percentage of the popula-

"tion, the direction and degree of lateralization -are invartant.

a

It is genera]]y accepted that females are more/}%ke]y to utilize both

L]

: s1dés of the bra1n for verbal functions than males, and that ma]es are mongf

-

}ike]x:to have a bi]atera?ized_spatia] function, Levy.and Gur suggest that
thé function that is bilateralized is strong, while the other is weak. Males

thus would have a more depressed verbal but more active spatiai,abi]ity than »~
» . A

_. females. 'Such tendencies would be qualified by handedness, the presence of

*
x

left-handed re]atives, and other tactors. A -

As I'ye. 1nvest1gated hem15pher1c dominance, or speC1a11zatTon two things
) ¥
have become clear: (1) that the stuqy of 1atera11ty 18 still in its ear]y
*stages and (2) that 1f I want to relate cogni sty]e to qua11ty 4; writing

I'11 have to do more stqdy. It QOes still seem reasonib]e that a number of
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s our Architelture students are primari]y spatial in their cognitive sty1es and

’

: ! that undeveloped verbal, 11near th1nk1ng has 1nh1b1ted the1r ab111ty to write’

essays that are sequent1a11y arranged 1og1ca11y deve10ped and syntact1ca11y

convent1onaT If what Winterowd and Sagan specu]ate is true the students .

who have the advantage are those whose verbal sk111s are b11atera11zed ‘ca111ng

TN,

P
]

o, . into piay‘the*&bTTTtTes 6F both ¢ Sides of the brain;

Hhat I seem to have found so far is that the UWM Archwtegture students . \"
Ay
1\

are%re 11ke1y than other”students to fail the pr9f1c1ency essay for several”

* possTDly 1nterre1ated reasons: 1ne11g1b1laty (based on their VWEPT scores), -

’ { . - ‘
v //‘ failure in or lack of wp1t1fg courses, & non-native 1anguage background, sex, s

*

and cogn1t1ve style. . Thereimay be other factors too I hopeiihat ‘by work1ng

more closely w1th the School of Arch1tetture I can p1npo1nf the factors and o .

then recommend corrective measures. . , e - . ' 4-

.
L] * ¢

Donna Gorrell ' . f ' , R

University ‘of Wisconsin-Milwaukee . -

[y

Mitwaukee, w1sc6nsin 53201. ‘ PR - BRI (L
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